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This study was undertaken in order to find out how North Carolina public libraries 
responded to the COVID-19 crisis and how the services they provided changed as a result 
of the pandemic. A stratified random sample was taken from the list of all North Carolina 
library systems. A content analysis was done on the selected libraries, looking at website 
screen captures, social media posts, and news articles describing changes to library 
services due to the pandemic from a period of March 10, 2020 to March 31, 2021.  These 
materials were analyzed to determine operational changes to libraries during the time 
period of the study and the subsequent service changes that were enacted and developed 
as a result. 
All of the libraries sampled closed for some period during the COVID-19 crisis, some of 
their own volition and some due to the governor’s stay-at-home order. The majority of 
libraries developed some variety of curbside service and produced virtual programming; 
over half experimented with other book services such as book bundles, book delivery, or 
book lockers. 71 percent of libraries in the study reopened their doors within six months 
of closing and 29 percent were closed as of the end of the study period, with 19 percent 
not having yet reopened to the public at all. Ultimately, the COVID-19 pandemic 
produced perhaps the single greatest disruption to library service in North Carolina ever. 
While many new services were implemented on a widespread basis by public libraries, 
libraries still experimented with other models of services to get books and other resources 
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Public libraries have traditionally sought to be a place of community refuge 
during times of crisis.  However, the circumstances a pandemic creates mean that instead 
of being a place of gathering and safety, libraries carry the potential to further spread 
disease throughout their communities and must balance this possibility with the benefits 
of the service they provide. The COVID-19 pandemic has put many libraries into a 
situation where they have had to close or seriously adjust their operations, affecting the 
services they are able to provide.  Due to local and state regulations as well as their own 
public health concerns, public libraries have responded in a variety of ways to try to 
balance the safety of their patrons with their needs.   
 In North Carolina, there are a wide variety of public library systems, from large 
urban systems to combined rural systems that serve multiple counties.  Altogether, there 
are 84 public library systems in North Carolina, and each has its own governance. The 
purpose of this paper is to investigate what actions public libraries in North Carolina took 






Role of Public Libraries During Disasters 
Research done on the role that libraries play during times of crisis has frequently 
looked at how libraries can have an impact in their communities during times of natural 
disaster.  In these circumstances, libraries can be significant in providing internet service, 
meeting information needs, and being a center for public services and local government.1 
An oral history project done by the National Library of Medicine found that the 
contributions of libraries in the wake of crises often went beyond these: libraries and 
librarians were “instrumental in creating and evaluating technical tools, training 
emergency responders, providing information at the point of need, and rebuilding 
collections, institutions, and communities”.2 As of 2010, the United States Federal 
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) has formally recognized public libraries as 
essential community organizations.  This means that because of their value to the 
community during times of crisis, public libraries are eligible for federal aid to help 
continue providing services during emergencies.3 
As free and open institutions with physical space in most communities, libraries 
are well-situated in many ways to provide support during disasters.  In a Pew Research 
survey looking at how people approach facts and information, the study found that public 
                                                
1 Bertot et al., “Public Access Computing and Internet Access in Public Libraries.” 
2 Featherstone, Lyon, and Ruffin, “Library Roles in Disaster Response.” 
3 Young, “The Role of Public Libraries in Disasters.” 
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libraries are among the most trusted sources when it comes to finding reliable 
information.4   Libraries are the most accessible resource for free internet, computer use, 
and information help for the public, all of which can be important when dealing with 
disasters. Even with recent increases in the availability of free public internet access 
(public WiFi hotspots), public libraries are often among the only providers of free public 
internet in a community and particularly the means to actually access the internet via free 
public computers.5 During and in the aftermath of a disaster, these information and access 
services can fill critical needs. 
The role and response of public libraries during times of crisis can be limited by a 
number of factors.  For a long time, libraries have seen their priorities as focused on 
protecting their collections and maintaining services in times of crisis and may not be 
prepared or feel obligated to step outside these roles.6  Depending on the crisis, libraries 
may not feel that providing certain information or services is within the scope of their 
mandate or is relevant to their community; during the 2009 H1N1 flu pandemic, one 
study found that only 15 of the libraries in the 50 largest cities displayed resources about 
the disease on their websites.7 Lack of planning and expertise in any of the numerous 
possible areas of potential crisis can mean that libraries are unprepared and lack the 
ability and confidence to respond to disasters quickly.  Other government departments 
may be unaware of the resources and services the library can offer and libraries are often 
left out of planning, leaving them out of the loop and unprepared to respond.8   
                                                
4 Horrigan, “How Americans Approach Facts and Information.” 
5 Young, “The Role of Public Libraries in Disasters.” 
6 Young. 
7 Zach, “What Do I Do in an Emergency?” 
8 Young, “The Role of Public Libraries in Disasters.” 
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Libraries During Public Health Crises 
Far less research has been published on the role of a public library specifically 
during a disease outbreak or pandemic.  Serious pandemics are not as regular occurrences 
as seasonal hurricanes or tornadoes, the damage from which might affect a number of 
libraries in any given year.  Much of the literature is focused on the provision of 
information services such as research support and reference to health-related inquiries 
during epidemics. In a case series that focused on academic and health librarians 
providing health information during the H1N1 pandemic, researchers found ample 
opportunities for librarians to support the information needs of their institution, but also 
that library response could be improved with better planning and training.9 
Because of the infrequency of major epidemic-related public health crises, there 
has been little research about the role of public libraries in responding and reacting to 
these circumstances. In a study that looked at the information role of public libraries 
during the H1N1 influenza pandemic of 2009, research found that providing crisis 
information was not a priority for most libraries and fewer than a third of the libraries 
sampled provided H1N1-related information on their websites.10  In research that looked 
at the response of public libraries to the SARS epidemic in the Ontario area, it was found 
that while some libraries were able to provide appropriate health reference information 
when queried, many public libraries were unprepared to act as sources of health 
information.11  Lack of knowledge and expertise in health information may play a role in 
this reticence; in fact, Linnan et al found that “librarians have had reservations about the 
                                                
9 Featherstone et al., “Provision of Pandemic Disease Information by Health Sciences Librarians.” 
10 Zach, “What Do I Do in an Emergency?” 
11 Harris, Wathen, and Chan, “Public Library Responses to a Consumer Health Inquiry in a Public 
Health Crisis.” 
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extent to which they should move beyond finding desired [health] information for 
consumers to helping assess the quality of the information”.12  Public librarians, without 
the medical knowledge of health information professionals, may feel understandably 
reluctant to wade into this realm. There is little literature focused on how or if libraries 
have had to change their physical and digital services in response to public health crises, 
though some public libraries did close temporarily during the 1918 influenza epidemic 
better known as the Spanish Flu.13 
Responses of Libraries to COVID-19 
Since the beginning of the COVID-19 crisis, a few libraries and researchers have 
documented various experiences libraries have had during this time and service changes 
they have implemented. A study of librarian and information professionals in Pakistan 
defined three key roles for libraries during the pandemic: 
1. “to promote public health awareness by creating and disseminating information 
relating to preventive measures; 
2. to support research teams, researchers and faculty by providing information 
regarding the latest developments, research and literature; 
3. to meet the core needs of regular library users”14 
While this study was done in an academic context and public libraries are typically not 
the main source of support for researchers, providing trusted information and meeting the 
core needs of library users are both highly relevant roles for public libraries at this time. 
                                                
12 Linnan et al., “Public Librarians as a Resource for Promoting Health.” 
13 “Influenza Closes Library”; “Public Library Still Closed”; Amy Welch-Whissen, “When 
History Repeats Itself.” 
14 Ali and Gatiti, “The COVID-19 (Coronavirus) Pandemic.” 
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Most public libraries initiated some sort of closure to the public. Wang and Lung did a 
content analysis on public library announcements related to COVID-19 in the United 
States between March 14 and April 12 of 2020 and found that over 90 percent of libraries 
they analyzed announced a closure due to the pandemic during that period.15 Surveys 
done by the Public Library Association (PLA) in March and May back this up, with 98 
percent of library respondents reporting building closures in March and 88 percent closed 
or only open for curbside pick-up in May.16 Outside the United States, public libraries 
closed in a number of countries including France, Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, 
Germany, Greece, Ireland, Lithuania, Norway, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, 
Scotland, Slovenia, Spain, and Switzerland.17 In Portugal, libraries went into lockdown 
with the rest of the country in the spring of 2020, forcing librarians to quickly adapt and 
engage in an online environment.18 Some research has criticized these closures. In a 
critical analysis of the closing of all New South Wales municipal libraries, Wallace and 
Dollery argue that the closing of libraries, though done with the admirable goal of 
protecting the health of library staff and the public, negatively affects community 
wellness and disadvantages the most marginalized users disproportionately.19 
As buildings closed, libraries developed a number of alternative services to 
continue the lending of physical library materials, including ‘drive-through’ library 
services; ‘curbside or ‘take-out” service; ‘book bags’; and home delivery.20 While these 
                                                
15 Wang and Lund, “Announcement Information Provided by United States’ Public Libraries 
during the 2020 COVID-19 Pandemic.” 
16 American Library Association, “Public Libraries Respond to COVID-19,” March 23, 2020; 
American Library Association, “Public Libraries Respond to COVID-19,” June 3, 2020. 
17 “Public Libraries in Europe and COVID-19: Findings from NAPLE Members, April 2020.” 
18 Alvim, Silva, and Borges, “How Are Portuguese Public Libraries ‘Facing’ Covid-19.” 
19 Wallace et al., “Municipal Responses to COVID-19.” 
20 “Public Libraries in Europe and COVID-19: Findings from NAPLE Members, April 2020.” 
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services were developed to fill a coverage gap caused by closed buildings, observers such 
as Goddard have suggested that even after the COVID-19 crisis passes, libraries should 
seek to preserve a hybrid service model, continuing to offer options for contactless 
pickup and chat, and supporting programs and services that engage with patrons both 
physically and virtually.21 
98 percent of libraries indicated that programs were suspended and nearly all 
public library programming moved online.22 Even in libraries where physical spaces 
remained open, meeting spaces and reading rooms were typically closed with no events 
or programming permitted.23 Focus on library services moved online, including library 
card sign-ups, virtual book talks and storytimes, and other digital programming.24 
Libraries in Western Australia built and managed a Minecraft server for hundreds of 
patrons, while in Georgia, one library did a Spring Break at Home series for students who 
were missing their holiday, and another has been holding bookclubs virtually.25 Overall, 
libraries facilitated virtual community engagement and oversaw huge spikes in demand 
for digital services throughout the pandemic, while shifting other services such as 
reference to a digital platform as well.26 This transition to the virtual space has not always 
                                                
21 Jon Goddard, “Public Libraries Respond to the COVID-19 Pandemic, Creating a New Service 
Model.” 
22 Wang and Lund, “Announcement Information Provided by United States’ Public Libraries 
during the 2020 COVID-19 Pandemic.” 
23 “Public Libraries in Europe and COVID-19: Re-Opening Strategies Findings from NAPLE 
Members May-July 2020”; American Library Association, “Public Libraries Respond to COVID-19,” June 
3, 2020. 
24Bettina Askew et al., “Georgia Libraries Respond to COVID-19 Pandemic”; American Library 
Association, “Public Libraries Respond to COVID-19,” June 3, 2020. 
25 Bettina Askew et al., “Georgia Libraries Respond to COVID-19 Pandemic”; “Public Libraries 
in Europe and COVID-19: Findings from NAPLE Members, April 2020”; Cleave and Geijsman, 
“LibraryCraft – How the COVID-19 Pandemic Led to the Growth of the WA Libraries Public Minecraft 
Server.” 
26 Jon Goddard, “Public Libraries Respond to the COVID-19 Pandemic, Creating a New Service 
Model.” 
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been easy and has sometimes exposed the deep divides in resources and digital skills in 
societies. In a survey of public librarians in Italy, Tammaro (2020) found that shuttered 
public libraries shifted their focus to digital resources and reference, but that these efforts 
were sometimes hamstrung by chronic underfunding, a lack of existing infrastructure and 
technological devices, and especially the digital divide.27 
Many libraries developed additional information resources and services to meet 
the needs of their patrons during this time. A survey done by the PLA found that 
activities related to accessing library resources had been a focus of expansion. Other main 
priorities were providing non-COVID online resources such as activities to do at home, 
resources for crafts to stay busy, and unemployment resources.28 Similarly, a survey of 
public librarians done in August of 2020 by Garner et al. found that while libraries were 
closed, they both established new services and expanded existing ones. The most 
frequently implemented new services were virtual programming (67 percent) and 
curbside pickup (60 percent), with services to deliver materials directly to patrons a 
distant third (22 percent).29 Developing reliable information resources for COVID-19 and 
supporting remote learning were two other focuses directly related to the pandemic.30 
This was seen in public libraries outside the U.S. as well. In interviews done with 
Finnish public librarians by Haasio and Kannasto, almost half of librarians said that their 
libraries developed new forms of service during the pandemic, producing online content 
                                                
27 Tammaro, “COVID 19 and Libraries in Italy.” 
28 American Library Association, “Public Libraries Respond to COVID-19,” June 3, 2020. 
29 Garner et al., “‘Steady Ships’ in the COVID-19 Crisis.” 
30 American Library Association, “Public Libraries Respond to COVID-19,” June 3, 2020; Wang 
and Lund, “Announcement Information Provided by United States’ Public Libraries during the 2020 
COVID-19 Pandemic.” 
10 
and activities for patrons such as online book clubs and storytelling sessions.31  Even in 
the midst of crisis, however, not everything revolved around the pandemic and many 
libraries kept their focus on their public mission. In an analysis of tweets sent by NYC 
public libraries from December 2019 to April 2020, the vast majority of communication 
(85.5 percent) was related to normal library activity, with a much smaller percentage 
(14.5) related to the pandemic.32 
As we are still in the midst of this crisis as of the time of writing, much less 
research has been done on the process of opening back up public libraries in a safe 
manner. In an analysis of challenges and recommendations targeted at public libraries, 
Mestri suggested that the biggest considerations in preparing to reopen were thorough 
hygiene practices, clear communication and policies, development of reopening stages, 
and how to manage both recently returned materials and materials inside the building.33 
The ALA International Relations Round Table (IRRT) ran a webinar discussing best 
practices for reopening libraries with speakers from around the world, with key points 
being limiting the number and density of people in the library, good hygiene and 
sanitation practices, safe handling of materials, open communication, dedicated service to 
vulnerable populations, ensuring staff safety, and being ready to respond to new 
considerations such as spikes in case numbers that may necessitate a return to working 
from home.34 
North Carolina Public Libraries and COVID-19 
                                                
31 Haasio and Kannasto, “Covid-19 and Its Impact on Finnish Public Libraries.” 
32 Alajmi and Albudaiwi, “Response to COVID-19 Pandemic.” 
33 Deelip D. Mestri, “Reopening Libraries in COVID 19 Pandemic: Challenges and 
Recommendations.” 
34 “IFLA -- Overview of Library Re-Opening Plans (6 June 2020).” 
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On March 10, the North Carolina Governor, Roy Cooper, declared a State of 
Emergency in North Carolina due to the spread of COVID-19, also known as the novel 
coronavirus.35  On March 17, the American Library Association (ALA) issued a 
recommendation that libraries, including public libraries, close temporarily “to protect 
library workers and their communities from exposure to COVID-19”.36  On March 27, 
Cooper further issued a stay at home order for North Carolina and subsequently most 
businesses and facilities in the state closed.37  At the time, three North Carolinians had 
died due to COVID-19 and the state had 763 confirmed cases in 60 out of its 100 
counties.38  Most libraries closed over the second two weeks of March and subsequently 
took steps to adjust their services and operations, not knowing when the crisis would pass 
and they would be free to safely open up again. At the time of this writing, just over a 
year later, a number of them continue to be closed and many that are open are only 
providing a limited version of their regular service. 
As these libraries closed, their traditional services changed by necessity. By June, 
many North Carolina public libraries including Durham County, Wake County, and 
Chapel Hill Public Libraries had developed low- or no-contact methods of book pickup 
that followed a curbside or a takeout model.39 Other libraries, including Charlotte-
Mecklenburg and a number of more rural library systems, began to reopen for public 
                                                
35 NCDHHS, “NC Gov. Cooper: Governor Cooper Declares State Of Emergency To Respond To 
Coronavirus COVID-19.” 
36 American Library Association, “ALA Executive Board Recommends Closing Libraries to 
Public.” 
37 NCDHHS, “NCDHHS: Governor Cooper Announces Statewide Stay at Home Order Until 
April 29.” 
38 NCDHHS. 
39 Brooke Cain, “Your Book Drought Is over. Local Libraries Are Opening for Takeout. Here’s 
How It Works.” 
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entry in a limited capacity in the summer and fall as restrictions eased.40 This study will 
more rigorously examine these changes in service in library systems across the state over 
a year of change and unprecedented restriction. 
                                                






Given the lack of comprehensive information about this topic, the purpose of this 
study was to describe the response of North Carolina public libraries to COVID-19.  This 
is a response to a recent and ongoing crisis that has affected nearly every part of society, 
including libraries. Though public libraries in North Carolina have responded to the crisis 
in various ways, there is no research or description of these actions as a whole.  
Therefore, this paper will address: 
● How have the public-facing operations of NC public library systems been affected 
by COVID-19? 
● How have library services changed between the pre-pandemic and the pandemic 
era for different library systems? 
● What services have been offered or developed during the crisis to mitigate 
disruptions in usual services and what services are no longer offered for the time 
being? 
For the purposes of this study, a public library system was defined as a library network of 
branches or an individual library funded by a city, county, and/or municipality to serve a 
geographic area or region.  A library service is a resource or program provided by 
libraries to their patrons, either in person or remotely. Library operations are the ongoing 
management and provision of access to library services to patrons, including regular 





This study was conducted as a content analysis of materials (including websites, 
press releases, news stories, and social media posts) released by public libraries in North 
Carolina about their services during the COVID-19 pandemic. Because these materials 
are the recorded public communication between libraries and their patrons, it was 
determined that these would give the best picture of changes to public library services 
and operations during this time period.  This study covered a period of early March, 2020 
to the end of March, 2021, just over a year.  The approach of the study was descriptive, 
so this content analysis of news articles and announcements allowed data to be gathered 
and analyzed from many different sources to address the research questions and describe 
the response of NC public library systems to COVID-19.  
Sample	
The population that was studied was all NC public libraries and the sampling unit 
was the individual library systems included in the sample.  Looking at North Carolina 
public libraries offered a wide variety of system characteristics in terms of the service 
area, population density, and political leanings of the systems assessed. A stratified 
random sampling strategy with purposive sampling of the retrieved data for 
representativeness / typical cases was used.  This sample came from a list of all NC 
public library systems that was built for this project based on information from the State 
Library of North Carolina and individual library websites.  Census data and definitions 
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from the US Office of Management and Budget and the NC Rural Center were used to 
stratify these according to population density of the service population (by county) to get 
a proportional distribution of urban, suburban (also categorized as micropolitan), and 
rural library systems.  Within these strata, a random number generator was used to select 
library systems from which to collect and analyze data. Out of 84 library systems, 21 
were randomly selected for analysis. These results are specific to North Carolina public 
libraries and are not intended to be generalizable. 
 
Table i. Table of libraries randomly selected for data collection 
The benefit to this method was that a random but representative mix of libraries 
from across North Carolina was produced from which to draw data.  Stratification also 
ensured that large library systems, which are fewer in number, were represented in the 
study. These selections were made in order to reflect and capture the diversity between 
the various public library systems in the state. 
There were some limitations to this method.  North Carolina counties do not fit 
perfectly into strata and the categories did not have equal numbers of library systems 
since there are many more sparsely populated rural areas of NC than urban or suburban 
areas. There are certainly many more differences between library systems than simple 
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population density, including service population size, funding, and education, to name 
just a few, but due to the limitations of this study, library systems were stratified by 
population only. 
Data	Collection	Methods	
Library announcements on websites and social media posts relating to the 
COVID-19 pandemic were analyzed for the period of March 10, 2020 through March 31, 
2021. The social media websites used were the available Facebook, Twitter, and 
Instagram pages associated with the library. If a library did not have any centralized 
social media (for instance, if only branch libraries had pages and not the system as a 
whole), another library from the same stratum was chosen using a random number 
generator to replace it. The Internet Archive’s Wayback Machine was used to analyze 
cached webpages from the last year. In some cases, an announcement was posted more 
than once; in this situation, only the first post was captured. In other cases, a later post 
updated, supplemented, or replaced a previous announcement (for instance, a library 
announced they were going to implement a curbside service and then cut it short because 
of a new stay-at-home order). In these cases, each version of the announcement was taken 
in order to capture these changes in service.  
After identifying the relevant websites and social media pages from libraries, the 
documentation was analyzed for descriptions of changes in services or operations related 
to COVID-19 disruption.  All of these communications were analyzed to identify first 
what were the common services and then whether each of the following categories of 
announcement or service related to COVID-19 were present: restriction of library 
activities (prior to closing), announcement of library closure, promotion of virtual 
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programming, promotion of new services, announcement of reopening, COVID-19 
related restrictions and safety precautions. Examples of the kinds of service changes that 
were highlighted were new curbside services, changing hours, and announcements for 
new library entry policies due to COVID-19. A single researcher read all of the posts and 
other materials and identified whether each type of information was provided.  
Social	Media	Collection	
All of the 21 libraries sampled had a Facebook page and each of them used their 
page to post updates about their library systems during the COVID-19 pandemic. These 
were the primary source of the data used in this study. Data was collected in January 
through March of 2021, with libraries collected in the earlier stages updated so as to 
capture any service changes that occurred through the end of the data collection period 
(March 31, 2021). 
This methodology encountered some challenges. There was a great deal of 
variance in the number of posts that libraries made. Although it was anticipated that some 
libraries would not produce enough communications to get a full picture of their services 
related to COVID, more frequently, it was found that there was too much communication 
rather than too little. There were many libraries that posted very frequently on social 
media, producing a glut of potential data to screen. While some libraries posted every few 
days, others posted multiple times a day and even multiple times an hour, resulting in so 
many posts over the course of a year that web browsers used for collecting data ran out of 
memory loading posts on multiple occasions and crashed. For libraries for which this 
issue occurred, a workaround was developed to use the “search” feature for posts in 
Facebook. The terms “Covid”, “coronavirus”, “closed”, “suspended”, “canceled”, 
18 
“open”, “reopen”, “curbside”, and “quarantine” were searched for the period for which 
chronological timeline posts could not be loaded. The resulting data was then double 
checked against data from secondary social media pages such as Instagram or Facebook 
and archived versions of the library system’s webpage (if available). 
While many library systems implemented services and policies across all branch 
libraries, some had more decentralized approaches, with different libraries offering 
different services. For the purpose of this study, if one branch library implemented a 
service, for example, opening the library for computer use, that library system was 
considered to be open. 
Along with Facebook, many libraries also had either a Twitter or Instagram 
account or both. These accounts were also reviewed in order to triangulate data and 
supplement and confirm information that was shared on Facebook and the library 
website. 
Website	Collection	
A screen capture of each website was taken in March of 2021. The Internet 
Archive’s Wayback Machine was also used to examine previous versions of a library’s 
website, if available. Screenshots were taken of the main landing page, and of any 
dedicated COVID-19 page that was linked from the homepage, to capture both the 
critical information typically shared on the library homepage and any more logistical or 
in-depth updates on library services. If there was more than one archived version of a 
page each month, the version closest to the beginning of the month was captured. 
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Data	Analysis	Methods	
The analysis of data collected during this study focused on the changes in public 
library service related to COVID-19. It examined what categories these changes fell into, 
how they were similar and different from what other systems did, and how to describe 
them. After identifying the COVID related data materials published by libraries, this 
material was read again and themes and categories of specific changes to library services 
or operations stated in the text (such as increased sanitation of materials, library closure, 
reduction of hours, suspension of due dates, or increase in hours) were identified. This 
process also captured any new services offered by the library such as book checkout by 
appointment, computer use by appointment, or material “take-out” service. After these 
categories were developed, the data was read through again and the incidence of these 
changes as communicated to the public was analyzed. 
A small amount of quantitative data was also collected, such as the dates that any 
service changes occurred. This was so that the implementation date of programs and the 
length of time that changes were in place during the COVID period could be analyzed as 





Prior to closing, 17 out of 21 (81 percent) libraries examined by this study 
announced changes to services and normal operations such as cancellation of 
programming (81 percent), closing of meeting rooms (19 percent) and sanitation of 
library materials and surfaces (10 percent). All 21 libraries examined for this study closed 
for some amount of time due to the COVID-19 pandemic. All libraries closed prior to the 
governor’s stay-at-home order that went into effect on March 26, 2020 and 8 (38 percent) 
of the libraries closed on March 17, the day the ALA recommendation for library closure 
was released. The first library that closed did so on March 15 and the last library in this 
study’s sample closed on March 23. 
 
Figure i. Sample selection of library closing announcements 
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Of the libraries in this study, 17 (81 percent) of them did reopen in some capacity, 
allowing patrons to utilize some amount of services inside the building. The shortest 
period of time a library was closed was 54 days, a little under 2 months, and most 
libraries that reopened did so within 4 months. As of March 31, 2021, 19 percent of the 
libraries in the study were still closed from the beginning of the pandemic. In addition, 3 
libraries, or 18 percent of the libraries that reopened over the course of the year, closed 
again during the increase in cases over the winter. Among these libraries, two were still 
closed as of March 31, 2021, meaning that 6 libraries (29 percent) in the sample were 
closed to the public as of the end of the data collection period, over a year after library 
closures began in North Carolina. 
 
Figure ii. Number of days closed due to COVID 19 
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 North Carolina’s initial stay-at-home order ran from March 30 to April 29, 
2020.41 While libraries were closed to the public, there was variation in how much 
contact they had with patrons.42 Fifty-two percent of library systems continued fielding 
reference and general questions from the public through phone, email, or chat. Twenty-
nine percent of libraries continued to accept returns through a book drop. Of the eight 
libraries that initiated a curbside pickup service, three continued to operate this service 
throughout the stay-at-home period, with the others interpreting the order more strictly 
and pausing their services for the duration of the stay-at-home period. Some libraries also 
offered and publicized WiFi access outside the building to allow people with internet 
capable devices to make use of the library’s resources from outside the building. Out of 
21 libraries, seven (33 percent) promoted this exterior WiFi service on their website or 
social media pages. Fourteen percent of libraries did not operate any services during this 
period and ten percent of libraries did not mention services either way. 
                                                
41 NCDHHS, “NCDHHS: Governor Cooper Announces Statewide Stay at Home Order Until 
April 29.” 
42 See Table ii, Appendix I 
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Figure iii. Services during initial closure (stay-at-home) 
 Most of the services that libraries developed while their physical buildings were 
closed to the public fell into one of several categories: curbside pickup (95 percent), 
virtual programming (95 percent), phone reference service (52 percent), book bundles (48 
percent), and book delivery (14 percent).  
24 
 
Figure iv. Library services while buildings closed to public 
By far the most common services that libraries put into place were curbside 
pickup and virtual programming, with all but one library offering both services.43 
Curbside pickup consisted of exterior low or no-contact services that involve requesting 
materials ahead of time and then picking them up outside the library. Virtual 
programming varied, with many libraries doing online storytime, but also virtual book 
clubs and Zoom talks among other events. Virtual reference service comprised traditional 
reference or information services conducted over the phone, email, or chat. Book bundles 
were any services that involved patrons making a request of the library for a set of books, 
sometimes over the phone or through a specialized form. Often, these are based on 
information such as reading preferences or interests and librarians then pulled a selection 
                                                
43 See Table iii, Appendix I 
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of books for the patron making the request. Book delivery services were library services 
that either mailed or delivered books directly to patrons. 
 
Figure v. Sample selection of virtual programming announcements 
Although a few libraries began to offer a curbside service within days of closing 
their doors to the public, the majority of these services were paused when the stay-at-
home order went into effect on March 30, 2020.44 However, a small percentage of 
libraries did continue to run a curbside service at one or more branches for the duration of 
April 2020 when the stay-at-home order was in place. Most curbside services were 
implemented or unpaused in May (55 percent) April (15 percent) and June (10 percent), 
with the last curbside service that was opened doing so in November of 2020. All 
libraries that opened in some capacity to the public retained a curbside or contactless 
pickup option for materials. 
                                                
44 See Table iv, Appendix I 
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Seventeen of the twenty-one libraries in this study eventually reopened for some 
kind of limited service inside the building.45 Once buildings opened their doors, most 
libraries initially offered computer use (82 percent) and checkout or grab-and-go (82 
percent).46 Also available at 35 percent of open libraries were services like printing, 
copying, scanning, and faxing. By the end of March 2021, 88 percent of library systems 
offered computer use, 88 percent offered checkout, 65 percent offered browsing, and 24 
percent offered some sort of interior space use such as meeting room use, study room use, 
research, or reading. All libraries in this sample that had a curbside service and reopened 
continued to run the curbside service even once the building was open to the public.47 
 
Figure vi. Sample selection of reopening announcements 
Safety measures and limitations for libraries also varied widely. In explaining new 
services and policies, 12 percent of libraries mentioned sanitation of spaces or materials, 
35 percent required appointments to use the library or a specific service like computers or 
                                                
45 See Table v, Appendix I 
46 If a post mentioned opening for browsing, this was coded as both browsing and checkout. 
47 See Table iii, Appendix I 
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browsing, 53 percent limited time inside the library, and 47 percent required social 
distancing.48 Forty-three percent of libraries, opened or closed, quarantined items when 
they were returned to the library. Of libraries that reopened for some amount of interior 
service, 65 percent explicitly mentioned requiring patrons to wear masks. Four libraries, 
all of which initially opened before a statewide mask mandate was enacted on June 26, 
did not initially require masks but added this requirement later after the mandate was 
announced.49 For 24 percent of libraries that opened, safety measures changed at some 
point; for instance, a library that initially required appointments to browse later removed 
this policy. 
 Reopening a library did not necessarily mean that a system would stay open. Of 
the 17 libraries that reopened, 3 libraries (18 percent) closed again when cases rose over 
the winter. One of these libraries reopened for a second time in the spring after cases 
decreased, but two remained closed at the end of the data collection period. Additionally, 
at least 5 of these 17 open libraries (29 percent) closed for some period of time because 
of exposure or a positive COVID-19 test of a staff member.  
                                                
48 See Table v, Appendix I. If a post mentioned appointments, this was coded as both appointment 
and time limits. 
49 Rose Hoban, “Coronavirus Today – June 24 – Face Mask Requirements; Gyms, Playgrounds, 
Museums, Bars Still Closed; Struggling Child Care Centers.” 
28 
 





The public health concerns surrounding COVID-19 have led to an unprecedented 
disruption of services across society, including in public libraries. Libraries have had to 
react and evolve in real time with the information available to them, adapting to the 
limitations of the crisis and developing ways to continue to provide service on the fly. 
This study was undertaken as a historical record of an unprecedented challenging time for 
public libraries that will hopefully add to the documentation of this period and help 
librarians, public policymakers, and public health officials in the future who may 
someday face similar challenges. 
Referring back to the initial research questions posed by this study that asked how 
the public-facing operations of NC public library systems have been affected by COVID-
19, the data from libraries themselves shows that physical operations were and continue 
to be greatly impacted. North Carolina public libraries experienced profound disruption 
in their usual operations during the pandemic, confirming findings by Wang and Lund 
that changes in public library service due to COVID-19 were widespread.50 All of the 
libraries the study looked at closed for some period of time and five were closed to the 
public for over a year. In response, libraries adjusted, trying to fulfill their missions in 
new ways within the limitations imposed by this crisis.  Compared to the results of the 
survey done by the Public Library Association that reported 88 percent of public libraries 
                                                
50 Wang and Lund, “Announcement Information Provided by United States’ Public Libraries 
during the 2020 COVID-19 Pandemic.” 
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closed or only open for curbside pickup in May, the libraries in this sample showed a 
similar figure, with 90 percent closed or only open for curbside or other contactless 
services in May.51 
Looking at how library services changed between the pre-pandemic and the 
pandemic era between different library systems, some of the changes and new services 
implemented were widespread--curbside pickup and virtual programming, for instance. 
Other services, such as book delivery programs, book bundles, or contactless book 
lockers were less common and may have relied much more on funding and staff 
availability. When looking at libraries that reopened, these systems initially prioritized 
computer use and checkout, with other things such as notary services, research/archive 
use, use of study rooms, and even printing being offered less frequently. These services 
that were broadly adopted align with core library services pre-pandemic, including 
materials lending, literacy promotion, and technology access. Less prevalent among these 
services are the outreach efforts that many libraries make to reach underserved 
populations.  
Most of the library services that were offered or developed during the COVID-19 
crisis to mitigate disruptions in usual services have already been stated, but they include 
curbside pickup, virtual programing, limited building use, free exterior WiFi, and book 
delivery. While more services have returned as libraries have reopened and been open 
again for longer periods, activities and services that tend to use indoor space such as 
library programming and meeting and study rooms have been the least likely to be 
offered to the public, even by libraries that have opened. Remembering the role of the 
                                                
51 American Library Association, “Public Libraries Respond to COVID-19,” June 3, 2020. 
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library as a community space, the loss of these services cannot be discounted. Other 
changes that are still in effect are in person limitations at libraries that have reopened. 
Many of the libraries that reopened did so by restricting the number of patrons allowed in 
the library and/or requiring appointments to use certain services. While these limitations 
were implemented for the safety of staff and patrons, the chance that policies such as 
these increase the barriers to using the library for some is likely. 
 Many of the libraries looked at in this study followed a similar sequence of 
events: a month or two of total closure, followed by a curbside pickup service with some 
virtual events, then in late summer, a limited reopening that allowed computer use and 
checkouts inside the library. However, not every library followed that sequence. There 
were only four libraries that did not reopen in any capacity over the course of the year 
that this study covered: Caldwell County Public Library, Chatham County Public 
Libraries, Halifax County Library System, and Cumberland County Public Library & 
Information Center. These libraries all provided a curbside service and virtual 
programming while their buildings were closed to the public, but they took different 
approaches to meeting other needs for patrons in other ways. Chatham doubled-down on 
virtual services, providing virtual reference and starting a dial-a-story program to call a 
number and hear a story read. Halifax, on the other hand, bundled other services into 
curbside pickup, allowing patrons to call ahead with requests for things like printing or 
faxing. 
One of the libraries in the study operated manifestly differently from the other 
public libraries that were observed during this crisis. Using the information available on 
their social media page and website, the study did not find evidence that Harold D. 
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Cooley Library implemented virtual programming or curbside pickup during the 
pandemic. The library was among the first to close on 3/16/20 and reopened on 6/8/20, 
spending 84 days closed. Harold D. Cooley is a municipal library and it is possible that 
they had less revenue and staff support to adapt the library’s services, but further research 
would be necessary to delve into the challenges or limitations that this system considered 
when deciding to limit services until reopening. 
 At the other end of the spectrum, Gibsonville Public Library was perhaps the most 
inventive with implementing a number of services to meet the needs of their patrons. The 
library closed on 3/18/20 and remained closed through the initial stay-at-home order but 
began a book delivery service to get materials to patrons during this time. The library 
then announced that it was opening up a curbside service on 5/18/20, two months after 
the initial closure. While the library was closed, they kept book drops open and the 
exterior WiFi on for use outside. A month after implementing curbside pickup, the library 
opened on 6/15/20 for limited services, including computer use, WiFi, printing, and 
checkout. Masks and social distancing were required and items touched by patrons while 
they were in the library were sanitized before they were returned to the shelves. In 
addition to curbside and delivery, Gibsonville also started a book bundle service. Most 
uniquely, it ran an outdoor pop-up library at the farmers’ market over the summer and fall 
of 2020. As with Harold D. Cooney library, it is difficult to say what the driving factor 
was behind this more expansive approach to developing new services and further 
research would be necessary to explore this further. 
This paper has a number of limitations to consider. The small sample size of this 
study limits the conclusions that can be drawn from it, even for North Carolina libraries. 
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The long-elapsed time frame between original social media posts and announcements and 
the period of data collection may mean that posts/website announcements were lost and 
data was caused to be incomplete. As mentioned previously in the paper, there were also 
differences in the quantity of data that was available from library to library. It is also 
possible that libraries developed services, officially or unofficially, that were not 
promoted or communicated to the public. While this may seem counterintuitive, if a 
library did not believe itself to be capable of meeting demand for a particular service at 
scale, it may have chosen to only share it when asked, meaning that it wouldn’t have been 
captured in this data. 
There is a great deal of opportunity for future research on this topic, both specific 
to North Carolina and to public libraries in general. Subsequent research could examine 
the efficacy of different library responses, the effect of service changes on library use and 
circulation, the public reaction to changes, the effect of changes on library staff, changes 
in the library response over time, or any long-term effects on service. Future research 
could also answer questions about the reasoning and thought process behind decision-
making in libraries during this time or compare library policies and services to the 
severity of the caseload and the public health crisis within the library system’s service 
area, delving more deeply into the reasoning behind different service changes and library 
responses to the crisis. 
Further investigation into the kinds of programming libraries offered during this 
period and the efficacy and engagement of that programming is another possible avenue 
of investigation. Also of interest would be a more qualitative study on the decision-
making process and major influences behind the choices made by libraries to close, 
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reopen, and decide what services to offer and prioritize. More comparative research about 
the impact of resources, staff technology awareness, library support, and other influences 
on library system capabilities would also be useful. Much more research will be 
necessary to gain an understanding of what happened in public libraries during this crisis 
and the factors that influenced them. 
It is likely that this is not the last public health crisis that will impact public 
libraries. As current and future policymakers and librarians develop plans for how to 
respond more nimbly to a future crisis, research on library activities during this period 
will be an instrumental tool. Although we can hope that the world does not face another 
public health crisis anytime soon, this experience has demonstrated the immense value of 
preparedness and quick response. If COVID-19 or another disease has additional waves 
in the future, knowing how libraries responded in this case will be useful in developing 





Though it remains to be seen how the end of the pandemic will play out and if or 
how public libraries return to pre-pandemic services, there will be a lot of adjustments 
from pandemic-era services. Patrons may have different views about what services 
should be reopened and prioritized and which should be delayed, and they may clash. 
During the pandemic, libraries have tried to straddle the line between different comfort 
levels with contact and risk by continuing to provide low contact or contactless services 
even as they reopened their physical space.  
This past year has been one of unpredictability and adjustment. Public library 
services have been severely disrupted over the course of a year of changes caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. However, even when faced with closure and restriction, most 
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